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ABSTRACT  
 
This thesis examines the practices of botanical collectors in nineteenth-
century Van Diemen’s Land, their involvement in the Flora Tasmaniae and their 
contribution to broader scientific debates. When Joseph Hooker wrote his 
introductory essay on the Australian flora for Flora Tasmaniae in 1859, it was the 
first published case study supporting Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection. 
Much of Hooker’s evidence for his essay was based on plant material collected by 
self-trained resident naturalists of Van Diemen's Land, including Robert 
Lawrence, Ronald Gunn and William Archer. In recent years Darwin, Hooker and 
their contemporaries have been thoroughly examined, but as yet there has been 
little concentration upon the colonial collectors who contributed to their research. 
Instead of a centre-periphery study, this thesis provides a periphery-centre 
focus, exploring the role of the colonial naturalists, their contribution to the 
development of scientific knowledge, and the realities of operating as naturalists 
in the Antipodes. This thesis argues that resident colonial collectors in Van 
Diemen's Land made a significant contribution to botanical science during a time 
of taxonomic and classificatory flux.  
By using correspondence, journals, plant specimens and collecting notes 
this thesis examines one facet of a larger imperial movement. Analysis of these 
sources demonstrates the nuances of the colonial scientific experience, how 
knowledge was gained, how contacts and friendships were made and sustained, 
and what sort of work self-trained enthusiasts undertook. Numerous men and 
women contributed to a broad discussion on the native flora and fauna, including 
 v 
landed gentlemen, medical men, public servants and convicted criminals. As the 
Flora grew from their efforts, colonists questioned the source of power in the 
scientific world. This thesis discusses these changing tensions, and how those 
with a deeper local understanding balanced their colonial knowledge with the 
views of those in the metropole. 
 vi 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
This thesis is the result of collaboration from many individuals and 
institutions. I would like to thank the various people who at one time or another 
formed part of my supervisory team at the university: the indefatigable Associate 
Professor Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, Professor Michael Bennett, Dr Anthony 
Page, Professor Pam Sharpe and Professor Jamie Kirkpatrick. The members of the 
School of History and Classics have supported me throughout my research with 
funding, stimulating conversation, conferences and work as a university tutor. 
Thanks to the librarians, archivists, curators and botanists who assisted me 
in my research from a myriad of institutions. I acknowledge their help and 
permission to cite material from the following collections: the archives of the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew; the Linnean Society of London; the Natural History 
Museum, London; the Royal Society of London; the Royal Horticultural Society 
of London, Lindley Library; the Mitchell Library, Sydney; the National Library of 
Australia; the National Herbarium of Victoria, the Archives Office of Tasmania; 
the State Library of Tasmania; the Allport Library and Museum of Fine Art; 
Tasmanian Herbarium (Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery); the University of 
Tasmania Library; the Royal Society of Tasmania; the Queen Victoria Museum 
and Art Gallery, Launceston; and Ian and Jill Wilson’s collection including 
transcriptions of Gunn family correspondence by Jack Curtis. 
I am grateful for the discussion and encouragement I received during my 
candidature from Richard Aitken, Patrick Ball, Nick Brodie, Alan Brooks, Alex 
Buchanan, Luke Clarke, Nick Clements, Richard Drayton, Jim Endersby, 
 vii 
Jacqueline Gratton, Alan Gray, Kris Harman, Peter Hobbins, Eilin Hordvik, 
James Horne, Tim Jetson, Chris Leppard, Margaret Lindley, Ian McFarlane, 
Kathryn Medlock, Bronwyn Meikle, Jai Paterson, Tony Orchard, Katrina Ross, 
Lyn Richards and all the administrative staff at the School of History and 
Classics, Gwenda Sheridan, Roy Skabo, Caitie Sutton, and Ian Wilson. Many 
thanks to the support provided by all the UTas postgraduates from the Hobart and 
Launceston campuses who have kept me company over the years.  
Thanks to family and friends from both ends of the island who kept 
inviting me into their houses when I only had one topic of conversation, and 
understood when the thesis craze carried me away for months at a time. 
Thanks to Nicola Norton and Edwina Powell who read some of my 
lengthier drafts, to Anita Hansen for her assistance with Archer transcripts, to 
Tony Stagg who showed me Lawrence’s copy of Lavoisier, and Ian St George 
who contacted me at the eleventh hour with (yet another!) Gunn manuscript. 
Extra-special thanks to Lyn Cave, who has tirelessly fielded every 
question and email regarding botanical Latin, historic plant specimens and the 
holdings of the Tasmanian Herbarium. She has proved to be a marvellous 
sounding board for discussion. Along with Eric and his life-giving porridge I am 
deeply thankful that they shared their food, gave me a bed and supported me when 
I needed it. 
Finally, I am grateful to Jonathon, who has stuck by me from beginning to 
end. Thank you. 
 viii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
List of Illustrations and Maps .................................................... xi!
Introduction .................................................................................. 1!
Methodology and discussion of sources.................................................. 16!
Chapter overview................................................................................... 20!
Chapter 1: Place.......................................................................... 23!
Introduction ........................................................................................... 24!
Australia: a ‘mine of botanical novelty’.................................................. 25!
European visitors ................................................................................... 28!
Tasmania: the ‘land of mystery’ ............................................................. 32!
Context for the Flora as a published work.............................................. 37!
The local Flora: improvements and solutions......................................... 44!
Classification and knowledge systems in Australia................................. 49!
Conclusion ............................................................................................. 55!
Chapter 2: Making Connections ............................................... 57!
Introduction ........................................................................................... 58!
Robert William Lawrence: the first colonial collector............................. 58!
‘That distant and most interesting portion of Australia’ .......................... 62!
The centre reaches out to the periphery .................................................. 68!
The Black Line: the ultimate field trip.................................................... 76!
Robert Lawrence meets Ronald Gunn .................................................... 81!
The first London audience...................................................................... 85!
‘the loss occasioned by the death of [my] lamented friend’..................... 90!
Conclusion ............................................................................................. 93!
Chapter 3: Vandemonian Realities ........................................... 95!
Introduction ........................................................................................... 96!
Ronald Gunn: the classifier .................................................................... 97!
A colonial scientific community........................................................... 101!
 ix 
Friendship and economy: T.K. Short .................................................... 110!
‘I suppose you have Jacks of all Trades visiting your Island’................ 119!
Convict servants: ‘the Collectors’......................................................... 127!
Female ‘Botanical friendships’............................................................. 138!
A field trip to Meander Falls, 1833....................................................... 141!
Conclusion ........................................................................................... 149!
Chapter 4: Into Imperial Science............................................. 151!
Introduction ......................................................................................... 152!
‘Send me Plants & I will send you Books.’........................................... 152!
Gunn’s British correspondents ............................................................. 162!
Collecting other natural history ............................................................ 175!
Scientific communities enmesh: the arrival of Sir John Franklin........... 184!
Conclusion ........................................................................................... 197!
Chapter 5: Friendship and Change ........................................ 199!
Introduction ......................................................................................... 200!
‘I can recall no happier weeks of my various wanderings’.................... 201!
‘I wish I could see you all again’: HMS Erebus returns, 1841 .............. 209!
The idea of Flora ................................................................................. 216!
Changing botanical needs..................................................................... 221!
‘it is a great blemish to my collection not to be able to tell people what [it] 
is’ ............................................................................................. 230!
‘all the alpine plants are good’.............................................................. 237!
Gunn stops writing............................................................................... 240!
Conclusion ........................................................................................... 243!
Chapter 6: Creation & Conflict ............................................... 245!
Introduction ......................................................................................... 246!
‘Definite gaps in nature’....................................................................... 246!
Tetratheca............................................................................................ 252!
Archer arrives on the scene .................................................................. 269!
‘There must & will ever be great difference in opinion in the matter, for no 
two men would give the same description even of a haystack’. . 279!
 x 
Diselma archeri and the coniferous tangle............................................ 288!
Conclusion ........................................................................................... 293!
Chapter 7: Collaboration ......................................................... 295!
Introduction ......................................................................................... 296!
Colonial scientific society, 1850s ......................................................... 298!
The periphery meets the centre: First impressions ................................ 312!
Archer uses the Kew herbarium............................................................ 324!
‘It is gratifying to have one’s memory embalmed in flowers in a book that 
will always be famous’. ............................................................ 332!
Conclusion ........................................................................................... 341!
Conclusion ................................................................................ 343!
Avenues for future research.................................................................. 354!
Appendix 1 ............................................................................... 357!
Transcription of Lawrence’s letter to Gunn, and of his annotated notes 357!
Bibliography ............................................................................. 361!
Primary sources.................................................................................... 361!
Secondary sources................................................................................ 370!
 
